
Greenheads
kept at bay

- for a while
Cool weather delays assault

By Karen Hayes
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

hris Caldwell, a lifelong Duxbury resident,
Istands in line at <Ts ice cream truck in the Dux-
bury Beach parking lot and watches warily as

f a few greenhead flies lock and load. Even more
lurk inside the truck, attracted to the heat and

darkness.

"They hurt when they bite," Caldwell said, swatting
at his legs. "I can't wait for them to leave."

The good news - if there is any when it comes to
these bloodthirsty insects - is that last month's cool
weather has kept greenhead numbers down along the
coast, for the time being.

The bad news is that lower temperatures have only
delayed the inevitable. Even though their season may be
pushed back slightly this year, the bugs soon wfll be bit
ing in usual numbers at a beach near you, if they have
not already started in, insect experts and others say.

The peak season for adult greenheads, technically
called Tabanus rngrtwittatus, is usually July and August,

.^aid Jflark Buffone, ar.. entomologist with the pesti- »de
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bureau of the state Department of
Food and Agriculture. The insects
which are related to horseflies and
deerflies, generally start dying off
by early September, he said.

"If it's been really cool, their
emergence might be later in the

summer, and their decline would be

later," he said. "The weather this
year has been unusual. This summer
we have had more wind and cooler
temperatures in July."

Therefore, many communities
around these parts have not yet seen
the worst of the heat-and-humidity-
loving greenheads. Still, greenheads
pack such a nasty bite and are so
persistent, even one is cause for
alarm among most beach and salt
marsh fans.

Donna MacDonald has been tak
ing her son, Liam, to Duxbury Beach
every day this summer. Asked last
week how bad the bugs have been
her answer was a slap. "I just killed
one," she said.

MacDonald, who has lived in
Duxbury four years, said the green
heads have started to pick up steam
but have not yet been as bad as in
past summers.

'They are less likely to get you
when you are chasing a 16-month-
old," said MacDonald, a teacher in
Boston schools.

Her father, Gus Hartnett, had
his own method of dealing with bugs.
"I have an excellent alternative - a

i rolled-up newspaper," he said.

On the beach, Chris McBride.

who is in the middle of her first sum

mer as a lifeguard, voiced similar

sentiments.

"I've been here long enough to

know they are vicious flies," she said.

The reason behind such hostility

is simple: pain. Greenheads don't

just bite, they tear through skin with

all the finesse of a chainsaw.

"The mouth parts are blade-like,'1

Buffone said. "In actuality, it cute

like a knife. It will cut or slash and

then it sponges up the blood that

pools. It is a very, very painful bite."

Shannon Smith,, also a Duxburv

Beach lifeguard, described green

head bites as much worse than mos

quito bites. "You get a lot bigger

bump and it's very itchy," she said.

Greenheads, so named for their

large, green, iridescent eyes, breed

in salt marshes. Their larvae, small

worms, develop in marshy areas

over the winter. As marsh ooze be

gins to heat up in spring and early

summer, the larvae become pupae, a

cocoon stage, before transforming

into adults.

The insects prefer hot, still, hu

mid weather, Buffone said. When

the sun beats down on the marshes

and there is not a lot of wind, fe

males take off to within a mile of

their breeding grounds in search of

protein for egg development Unlike

mosquitoes, they are most active in

the daytime.

The insects can be particularly

tough on local birdwatchers, who of

ten venture out into salt marshes

this time of year to sight migrating
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